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Sketches of My Life
by KARL LARSEN

INTRODUCTION
There will be a Christmas greeting card on the drawing
board in Danish-born artist Karl Larsen's Detroit studio this
fall, just as there has been every year since 1932 when he
began the tradition. But today , at age 97, his Christmas list
has grown to between 400 and 500 names and it takes longer
to address and stamp all the specially designed cards than it
does to make the original.
Karl starts on the card each year "when the idea strikes
him." The cards highlight a major event, feeling or occasion
in his life during the past year. Two years ago , when he
turned 95, there was almost too much to tell - a big banquet
at the Danish Brotherhood Hall in Detroit, a trip to
Denmark with parties and ceremonies in his home town of
Skaelsk0r.
Karl has always loved his home town, the little fishing
village west of Copenhagen. His father was a fisherman and
his mother was a farmer's daughter. They raised Karl and a
brother and two sisters , and Karl is the only one to have
emigrated to America. He has returned on many visits, but
since 1910 has spent most of his life in the United States,
where he is a citizen.
To honor his home town , Karl commissioned a
handsome bronze sculpture fountain called "The Ugly
Duckling " to be placed in the town center. The fountain is
designed by Karl's good friend and fellow artist, sculptor
Marshall Fredericks , who is also the Danish honorary consul
in Detroit. The foundation and landscaping were provided
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by the city, and Karl and Marshall were on hand in the
summer of 1984 for the dedication and all the speeches and
singing and food and drinks. The Mayor presented Karl with
the key to the city. Karl's scrapbook bulges with photos and
mementos of that special trip , and his eyes gleam as he retells
the experiences.
Karl is not only a sketch artist and painter but an
animated storyteller. He retired about 25 years ago from his
work as a commercial artist in Detroit, where he worked as a
freelance for several advertising agencies. He still paints
regularly, watercolors in the fall and winter and oils in the
spring and summer. His basement and studio are crammed
with his works, and they are stashed or displayed in other
rooms of his house, along with his collection of old art ,
porcelain and books. Karl regularly goes into the city to
sketch the models at the Detroit artists' Scarab Club , where
he is the oldest member.
He and his wife raised two children, and although his
wife died in 1967 and the daughters have married and live in
Florida, Karl has kept his home and takes care of it and
himself. People ask him the secret of his long life , and he
jokes that he "stayed away from wine and women." When
pressed he will add , "Not all the time. " Actually he exercises
daily , 45 minutes in the morning and 15 at night , smokes at
least three cigars a day and enjoys good food and drink as
much as the next man. People regularly mistake him for
someone 20 years younger.
Karl has been interviewed often and has written about
some of his experiences. Here , in his own words , are some of
his favorite experiences. They are some of the stories you
might be fortunate enough to hear if you come to visit his
studio someday, or caught him at a club dinner or some
other festive event. - by Marion Marzolf

Sketches of My Life
I was christened Karl Christian Larsen and was born on
May 9, 1889 in a charming little town, Skaelsk0r, on the
west side of Zealand in Denmark. My father was one of the
local fishermen - most of them quite poor. The city dates
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back to the 12th century and was rich in old buildings, some
dating back over 300 years. The church, still standing as
strong as the day it was made, is dated Anno 1223.
I had two sisters and a brother. My father was born in
the town. My mother, a very kind, lovely woman, was a
farmer 's daughter. She was the bright light in the family.
We had three schools in the town, one for the poor , the
second for the middle class and the third for the very rich.
We lived in a neighborhood with two old ladies, former
teachers, who enjoyed taking in the five- and six-year-old
boys and girls and teaching them reading and writing. I was
lucky to be one of the boys, and by the time I reached my
sixth year, I could read and write my own language. I started
school when I was seven and advanced rapidly, because I
could read and write.
The middle school, a pay school, had two free seats
given away yearly to "intelligent" boys. I was one of them ,
and I entered when I was nine. We were seated by number
according to our intelligence. I started as number 16, and six
months later I advanced to number 6. The next exam I was
number 2. After that and until I was 14, I was number one
and left the school as the head of our class.
Our teachers were grown men, first class teachers, and
they were tough but fair. We had a lot of homework, and if
we didn't know our stuff, we were quite often punished. I did
get my share of punishment, but I'll admit it was well
deserved. We had one hour of English and German plus two
hours of Danish every week, and we had one thing missing
today - discipline.
Skaelsk0r was a lovely old town, rich in culture,
beautiful surroundings.
I still cherish my childhood
memories. The school time was from 8 a.m. until noon with
one hour for dinner and then continuing from 1 p.m. until 4
p.m.
The money was very tight in the family, so I had small
after school jobs with very little pay. Our daily food was
mostly fish - cod, herring, mackerel, etc. Today it would
cost a fortune, but then, fish was very cheap. In the fall
months we caught herring. My father had four hours of
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sailing to get out to the fishing grounds. The nets were set up
and hauled in with the catch about midnight. Then there
were four to five hours going home, picking the herring out
of the nets and seaweed. Eighty herrings for about 50 cents
was not a lucrative business, but such was life 90 years ago.
When I was 14, I graduated from school and had to
decide what trade I would choose for my life work. I did not
wish to become a sailor. I wanted something nicer or better (I
thought). So I answered an ad from Sor0, another town 16
miles away, as an apprentice in a store that sold a mixture of
fine groceries, wine, liquor, toilet articles and packaged
medicines almost like a grocery store and drug store
combined.
The terms were hard - four years of learning, no
money, no clothes. All I got was my board and a small, cold
loft room. I had to open the store in the morning at 7 a.m.
We had a short time for the daily dinner at 12 noon, and the
store closed at 8:30 p.m. My job was to grind the coffee on a
hand grinding machine (hard work), fill the different
drawers with flour, sugar, etc. Everything was sold loose, by
the pound. I delivered groceries in town, swept the floors,
and every Sunday morning I had to spend five hours
washing the floors and dusting every bottle and can in the
store. After that I had my dinner and was free for the rest of
the afternoon, but I had to be home before 7 p.m. That was
all the liberty I had.
Once every three months I did get a whole Sunday free.
My parents lived 16 miles away, so I got up at 3 a.m. and
walked all the way home where I arrive around 9 or 10
o'clock in the morning. I took the train back at 6 p.m. That
was all the time I spent with my parents.
Besides that, my boss was a large man over 6 feet tall,
and I was just a little runt, 5 feet 3 inches. My boss was of a
very brutal nature and would hit me for the slightest reason.
I stood it all for three and a half years. I was almost 18 when
one day while I was bottling Akvavit (Danish firewater), a
bottle tipped over. He got ready to hit me, but three and a
half years of harm and bitterness got up in me. I grabbed the
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bottle and told him that if he hit me again, I would smash the
bottle on his head.
He almost turned white in the face, looked real scared
and left me and went into his office. That was the end of it. I
left the job the next week and went home. There in my town
I got a job in a similar store. I had to finish my four years,
and I became a "journeyman," when I was a little past 18.
During the next two years, I worked in two similar places in
½Openhagen and another town. The standing pay was 35
crowns (about six dollars) a month plus room and board. I
stayed though, but I could see no future. I knew an old
retired Danish-American in town. He loaned me 80 dollars
- a lot of money. I bought a ticket for the U.S.A. and
landed November 1, 1910 in New York City.
It was a strange moment when I saw the Liberty Statue
the first time - wonderment - fear - anticipation and
happiness. I felt this was a new and important chapter in my
life opening up.
After landing, we were all ushered into a very enormous
room where emigrants from other countries sat around
waiting. It was a conglomeration
of a dozen different
nationalities. We sat around for five or six hours, then we
were taken aboard a ferry over to Ellis Island. There was a
long, two-storied building. We marched up to the entrance.
We were all tired, and there was a door with stairs leading
straight up - at the top of a huge American flag. At the
doorway two ugly, large guards were standing. We were in a
hurry to get up the stairs, when one of the guards hollered:
"Hey, you sons of bitches, take off your hat. This is the
United States' flag."
Well, that was my welcome. We came up and were
examined by doctors - our eyes, mouth, heart, etc. At last I
came to a desk. A man in a uniform sat there. He said, "How
much money do you have?" I knew that I was supposed to
have 25 dollars, but I was short. I understood his English and
answered in English, "Seventeen dollars and fifty cents." He
looked at me and gave me a half smile, "What nationality?"
"Danish," I answered. So he said, "You're supposed to have
25 dollars, but since you're a Dane and can speak a little of
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the lingo, I'll let you in." So, that's how I came to the U.S. A.
I had a friend in Racine, Wisconsin, who was supposed
to help me. We boarded the train, the "Lackawanna
Railroad" for Chicago. The trip took 35 hours. We slept in
our seats and ate some bread and doughnuts a man was
selling. I was half dead on my feet, but finally we came to
Chicago. It was a bit different from today's Chicago. I finally
got on an Interurban train and arrived in Racine the 3rd of
November.
I met my friend, who was also in poor circumstances.
He put me to work the next day transporting a couple of tons
of sand with a wheelbarrow almost two blocks. It took me
almost two days and he paid me two dollars. The next week I
got a job in a "buggy" factory, drilling holes in the wheels for
the spokes at 10 cents an hour, eleven hours a day, six days a
week. When the week was up, I was paid $7.50. My board
and lodging cost me $7.00. "Big deal." But I stuck it out a
week, and was then able to get a job that paid me 25 cents
per hour, so that was improvement.
My English was getting a little better, but the language
spoken in the factories was very rude, dirty and rough. It
was "Damn S . . . of B ... " and more of the same. America
was not what it is today. In a way maybe it was a little more
honest, but very rough.
I worked around shops for the next two years. In the
meantime I had found out that I had artistic talents, so I
wanted very much to go to an art school. I had painfully
saved $180 in the two years. Then all of a sudden, the shop
didn't have more work, so we were all laid off, temporarily.
I went home, packed my belongings and went to
Chicago. The next day I found a room with a Danish couple.
No food. I also found an art school and signed up for one
month. I went to the art school two days, and on the third I
came down with ptomaine poison in my system. I ate in
cheap restaurants. This was the result. I was sick for over
two weeks. My $180 was gone to the doctor and medicine,
so no more art school.
I went downtown with the elevated and found a job in
the Boston Store, a cheap department store, for two dollars a
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week plus commissions. My first week brought me $6.00, so
I went to Marshall Field right before Christmas and got a job
as a delivery boy at $10 per week. I was completely out of
money, so for the first four days I had nothing to eat except a
free lunch and beef in a bar, where for five cents they gave
you a slice of beef and bread.
Yes, times were tough. My dreams vanished, at least
temporarily. But then one day I had a telegram from my old
boss in Racine that the job was open. "Come back!" he said.
So there went my dream about an art education.
For the next few years I worked at all kinds of different
jobs. I saved all I could, and in December 1916, I had enough
for a trip to Denmark and came home and spent Christmas
with my two darling parents. They were worried because the
house they lived in was to be sold, and they would be
homeless. I saw a nice little house for sale. I had almost two
thousand dollars in reserve. So I made a down payment on
the house and gave it to them for Christmas. It left me almost
broke, and that had also been the money for my proposed
art education.
Well, I left Denmark in June 1917 and went back to the
States. It was tough going over because the war was on. The
waters were filled with U-boats, but we came safely to New
York. Then I went to Detroit where I found a job with the
Packard Company. They were making war materials. I
learned to weld and worked there for over a year. I had also
tried to enlist in the navy. (I didn't want to be a foot soldier.)
They turned me down because I had flat feet and false teeth.
At that time if you worked on government stuff, you
could get an exemption from war service. They asked me if I
wanted an exemption, but I said I didn't need an exemption.
The army didn't want me. A couple of weeks later I received
a nice letter from the War Department. I should show up in
Racine and be enrolled in the U.S. Army. So I went to
Racine. From there I went to St. Louis, to Jefferson Barracks
to become a soldier. I served three months down there, but I
was lucky - I didn 't get overseas.
When I was discharged, I discovered that jobs were
mighty scarce, but I finally found one and started to save a
-36-

little money again. In the meantime I did a lot of sketching
and did cartoons for a small house organ published monthly
by the Mitchell Motor Co. I was quite good at quick sketches
and caricatures.
I was also a member of a Danish-American singing
society. They were planning to go to Denmark in the
summer and tour the country giving concerts. I had $400 in
some building lots, but I couldn't sell them. Without the
money, I couldn't go. I tried and tried for the next five
months to sell the lots, but in vain. We had reached a
Sunday in June, and the singers were supposed to leave the
following Thursday. I was very unhappy. I took a walk
downtown and went into a Danish lodge where I was a
member.
There was only one person present, an old bachelor. He
asked me about the trip, and I told him the sad story and
about the lots. He sat a moment. "Let's take a ride . I may be
able to help you." He did and now I had the $400 cash. I
hurried home. I called the agent who handled the tickets. He
told me that every place on the boat had been sold, and I was
out of luck.
I went up to my room very unhappy. One hour later my
landlady came and called me to the phone. It was the agent
again. "Do you still want to go to Denmark?"
"Of course," I said, "but you told me there wasn't any
room. "
"Yes, but 'Big Pete,' one of the singers, has just gone to
the hospital with appendicitis, so you can have his place."
Well his appendix changed my entire life.
We had a wonderful trip across the Atlantic. On the
way I was kept busy making caricatures and drawings of the
35 members. When we finally arrived in Copenhagen, we
discovered that our singing society was the first of its kind to
visit Denmark. So the Copenhagen press was there to receive
us. We were interviewed, and they discovered my different
drawings. The drawings were divided among the five
Copenhagen newspapers, and the next day for the first time I
saw my drawings in the five newspapers, with a description
of the artist. That was my big day.
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One of the reporters invited me to pay his paper a visit
after the tour was over. For the next four weeks we sang our
way through Denmark. The newspapers used some extra
sketches I had. After the tour was over, I went home to my
parents and I spent a week with them in their new home that
they liked very much.
I went to Copenhagen and visited the newspaper that
had invited me. I was introduced to the editor, and he asked
about my plans. I told him that I would be in Denmark for
another month, so he told me to wander the streets and make
some sketches of what I saw. I was scared. It was the first
time I had been asked to do some professional drawings, but
I did it. And the next week I brought the paper a dozen of my
sketches. They liked them and paid me for the drawings .
Then the editor asked me about my future plans. "Well, back
to the U.S.A.," I answered. He offered me a job on the
paper. I told him frankly that I was scared, but he told me
not to worry.
Things have changed now, but 65 years ago when I
worked on the paper, it was customary, whenever some
famous person came to Copenhagen, to send out a reporter
and an artist to interview and sketch the victim. In my 3 1/ 2
years I made over 400 sketches, among them were sketches
of the English statesman Lloyd George, the Scot, Ramsey
McDonald, Fritz Kreisler and Elinor Glyn. I'm sorry that I
sold most of my drawings afterwards. It was interesting to
meet all those people.
Well, I spent almost four years at the paper, and
naturally I learned a lot. I went to cover trials and the
Parliament, and made sketches and illustrations for the
Sunday edition. During my last year there, I became a good
friend of a girl in the office. We went to the theatre together.
(The paper got me free tickets.) I put her off at the streetcar,
so I didn't know anything about where she lived or her
family. Then one day she asked me to make some little
drawings to go on a lampshade. I made some funny
drawings and told her I woud like to see the lampshade when
it was finished. A couple of weeks later, she told me the
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shade was done, and I could come out to her parents' house
to view it.
The same evening I took a streetcar out to her neighborhood. It was the swanky part of Copenhagen, and the
number showed a huge Italian villa. After some hesitation, I
rang the bell, and s~e came to the door. She apologized
because her parents were not at home, but I came in and saw
one of the finest collections of Scandinavian painters I had
ever seen. Her father was president of George Jensen Silversmiths and one of the outstanding electrical engineers in
Denmark. Well, she served strawberries and coffee in the
garden, and that was the beginning of our real friendship.
We became engaged, against her parents' will. I was a
bit unhappy, because I was poor as a churchmouse, and her
parents were rich. I also wanted to get back to the States. I
didn't know how I would do that. I told her that she would
be better off staying in Denmark, but she insisted on going
with me.
So we were married in May and went to the U.S.A. We
had a few thousand dollars between us. The family offered
help, but I didn't want it. The following year was tough. We
were in an apartment - not too good - and we expected
our first baby. I was beginning to get some commercial
work, but we were really pressed for money.
However, our first daughter was born and I worked
hard. Little by little we bought a house. We were poor but
happy. In '32 came our second daughter. I was getting better
established. We had a lot of friends. It was a lot of hard work
and not too great income, but we managed. We lived a
happy life for 44 years, but the last 12 years my wife had
diabetes and cancer. She died in 1967.
I met the most famous Dane in the U.S.A. in 1935 Wilhelm Knudsen. We became friends, and during the war I
got the idea that I would write his autobiography. It took me
two years. The story was all in rhyme and illustrated with
over 70 drawings. I presented Bill Knudsen the book, and he
was immensely pleased. "I want this printed in a hundred
copies," he said. I told him that it would be very expensive.
(He was a millionaire but thrifty.) "How much will that
-39-

Karl Larsen in his studio.
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cost?" he asked. I told him $25,000. But I had a different
idea. The pages could be printed in black and white, and I
could hand color the entire book. So that's what was done. It
took me almost four months to color all the pages, 60 to each
book. But it was finally done, and he sent them out all over
the States to his influential friends. I know there is one in the
Eisenhower Library, and I believe one in the Library of
Congress in Washington.
My daughters were both married. With no children at
home, I lived alone. I retired from my work about 25 years
ago and started to paint in earnest. I've been quite successful,
but paintings are hard to sell, so my basement and studio are
loaded with nice oils. I'm old fashioned. My style is
impressionistic.
In my life I've had many, many friends from all walks of
life - great or less great - but all friends. Among them was
the famous poet, Edgar Guest, known from coast to coast.
He was a wonderfully kind man with a great sense of humor
and understanding. For almost 20 years, I was a member of
his famous "Eddie's Powder and Marching Club," and we
had lunch every Monday. He was the host and paid the bill.
Eddie was a great storyteller, and the club was mostly
newspaper people - a great crowd.
Yes, life has been grand in general, but it has also been
interspersed with sadness. My wife's long illness was hard.
Luckily, I've had a good sense of humor and understanding
that have carried me along. Money has never been plentiful,
but just enough to live decently, have a good home and
family. And I can still paint and draw.
I've been rich in my love for art, and I'm surrounded by
a number of older, great master artists' paintings. The old
painters were wonderful. I have my books, porcelain, a lot
of Chinese art, and all that helps to enrich my old years.
I have made my share of mistakes. I'm no saint. If my
hearing was better, everything would be fine. I miss my
-41-

yearly trip to Denmark. I can't travel on account of my
hearing. I live on my many memories. I love my homeland,
but I'm immensely proud because I'm also a good American.
The years are creeping up. I'm 97 now, but I have
promised my friends I'll try to make it a hundred.

September 1986
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